[The effect on health of dietary antioxidants and antioxidant supplements].
Reactive free oxygen radicals are formed in the reactions involved in normal cell metabolism. This formation is closely regulated e.g. by dietary antioxidants. Present knowledge suggests that an imbalance, with surplus of free radicals, can play a role in the pathogenesis of certain types of cancer, atherosclerosis, and cataract. A number of epidemiological studies have demonstrated a reduced risk of developing these diseases in persons who consume a diet with a high content of vegetables and fruit, which contains large quantities of the antioxidants: beta-carotene, vitamins C and E. Intervention studies, using supplements of these antioxidants, have so far not been able to show a beneficial effect. The apparently protective effect of fruit and vegetables may be due to other active ingredients. In Denmark the average intake of vegetables and fruit is low, and it is estimated that an increased consumption of these foods could reduce the occurrence of certain cancer types and atherosclerosis. In contrast, there is no evidence that antioxidant supplements would provide protection against disease, and their safety remains to be established.